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  Kieran’s facing a big birthday and he’s invited his old friends. Except it’s not quite how he imagined. Single. Forever.


  Julian and Troy, although they worry, are grateful for time away from their daughter. Left alone, they’re completely wrapped up with each other. Kieran’s delighted. Not jealous at all.


  Then there’s Bjorn who’s unsure he’ll manage a whole weekend without having sex with at least one man. Why’s he questioning what he misses from his f**k buddy friendship with Julian?


  Poor Tony’s been dating as if his life depended on it, and his boyfriend is…interesting? The Human League’s songs aren’t helping him with this decision.


  Last but not least: long-lost David, whose plus-one is his husband. If their marriage is perfect, why’s David so miserable?


  Eight friends, lovers, wine and history going back from two weeks to twenty years…


  What could go wrong?


  This book is a stand-alone gay fiction story with romantic elements. It can be read alone, but it also forms part of a series where each of the friends eventually earns his own Happy Ever After.
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  Chapter 1


  2002—London, the last day of term at university


  “Here’s to our futures!” Julian held his glass of wine aloft and looked round the assembled group of his friends.


  “Whatever they may hold,” Kieran added. “Now, promise me none of you will change.”


  This was met with peals of laughter, particularly from Bjorn—standing by the bar and chatting up the barman, who hadn’t realised Bjorn was doing anything of the sort. Bjorn handed his phone number over and joined his friends at the table.


  “No luck?” David asked, brushing his hands through his spiky, highlighted, blond hair.


  “With time, I could persuade him. But—” Bjorn shrugged. “Why waste time?”


  “Talking of wasting time…” Tony pushed his long fringe out of his eyes and adjusted his six silver necklaces so they sat better on the frilly white shirt. “I hear someone’s already got themselves a job.”


  All eyes turned to David, who’d been going on about his newly qualified teacher post applications since the start of the year.


  “Didn’t want to make a big song and dance about it,” he confessed.


  Julian playfully slapped his arm. “Since when, Mr. Party-at-the-drop-of-a-hat?”


  Throughout their three years at university, David had thrown lavish and enormous parties for reasons ranging from Big Brother launch night, Pop Idol winner announcements, to his ‘summer’ birthday. Apparently, having a real birthday in winter wasn’t enough for him.


  Kieran, sensing that David was feeling a bit put upon, interrupted the laughter and mocking to say, “Just because we can’t all be as organised as David here doesn’t mean we should take the piss out of him.”


  After a few seconds’ silence, Tony said, “Bollocks. Without taking the piss out of each other, what else do we have left?”


  “Our own splinter LGBT Soc?” Kieran suggested, remembering the reason they’d all come together at uni in the first place.


  “Do you remember the meeting with the chancellor of the college?” Julian asked, topping up his glass with more wine and hanging his hand around Bjorn’s shoulder.


  Bjorn pointedly looked at Julian’s hand. “Fancy some fun tonight?”


  “Of course!” Turning to the others, Julian rolled his eyes dramatically. “So consistent.”


  “When are you two going to just admit it and start going out with each other?” Kieran had always wondered why, when they ended up in each other’s beds six times out of ten, Bjorn and Julian didn’t simply start dating.


  “Boring!” Bjorn said. “Why do I want the same man to come home to night after night?” He tensed his chest muscles and tried to make his pecs dance beneath his tight muscle-fit T-shirt.


  “We should thank him really—the chancellor.” Kieran nodded at David, who’d made his way to the bar and was gesturing for who wanted a drink.


  With a sigh, and resting his head on his arms, Tony impatiently flicked his fringe from his eyes for the twelfth time that hour. “This place really was pretty shit back in the day, wasn’t it?”—‘this place’ being Goldsmith’s College, University of London.


  Given it was in London, they’d expected it to have a buzzing LGBT Soc and night scene, but in their first year, Kieran and every one of his friends had discovered neither to be true.


  “You weren’t the one sitting alone in that sad little room after seeing the LGBT Soc’s poster,” David grumbled, now back at their table. He placed the round of drinks among the empty glasses and opened three packets of crisps. “Dig in,” he instructed and resumed his seat.


  “Oh, here we go…” Tony muttered. “I’ve never heard this story before. Do tell.” Rolling his eyes, he took a sip of his renewed vodka and Coke.


  David composed himself, ready to recount the story he’d told dozens of times before of how, after sitting for twenty minutes in the main college building classroom designated for the LGBT Soc meeting, he’d realised no one else was coming and made his way to the Students’ Union bar. There, he’d met Bjorn, whom he’d chatted to a few times before, and they’d sat drinking and complaining there was no LGBT stuff at their uni.


  Now Bjorn said, “I could not tell if I had a chance. After all, I had already slept with most of the others on my dance and drama course. I hoped with David, I would…” Bjorn waggled his eyebrows up and down suggestively.


  Julian nodded. “Like a horny rat up a drainpipe, he was.” He laughed.


  Bjorn shook his head. “I do not understand this phrase. It is stupid, I think.”


  Kieran, recalling the night in the Students’ Union bar very well, and not wishing to hear David’s rather verbose version again, took up the mantle. “Bjorn and Julian were in a break from their movement class, was it?” He raised his eyebrows, and they nodded, but before he could go on, Tony interrupted.


  “I was between courses. Commiserating with a gin and tonic. Gave up on media studies and picked sociology because it had six hours contact time per week.” Tony seemed rather pleased with himself for some reason. “Wonder if being a social worker will be the same…” He trailed off, lost in thought.


  Kieran resumed. “I was doing an extra shift. Skint as per.” His parents’ promise of money to help him through uni had somewhat not materialised so he’d taken the financially insolvent bull by the getting-a-job-now horns and started working behind the bar at the Students’ Union. “Wasn’t I talking to you at the bar?” Kieran asked David, who nodded.


  “I was telling you about the lecture I’d had that morning, about the sort of things we’d have to deal with as teachers, and I thought maybe I’d made a mistake choosing a teaching career.”


  “Sociology—see, that’s where all the clever ones went!” Tony tapped the side of his nose, smiling.


  “Still, I’m glad I stuck with it.” David puffed out his chest. “Face the fear and do it anyway. Good stuff!”


  “And I said,” Tony leaned in, “with teaching you’ll never be out of work, so there’s always that. At least you knew what you wanted to do with your life.”


  “Even if it was the wrong thing.” David scoffed. “It’ll be fine. How hard can it be, teaching?”


  “Which was when we realised we’d all sort of known each other, been checking each other out, but that afternoon, between getting rounds of drinks and moving seats, was the first time we finally found ourselves all sitting together in one corner of the Students’ Union bar.”


  Slapping his hands on his thighs, David said, “And that’s when I told you about my one-man LGBT Soc meeting.”


  “Was there a girl too?” Bjorn asked, checking out his reflection in the mirror and tensing his biceps in turn.


  They all paused for a moment, racking their memories, frowning in concentration until finally Tony triumphantly stood up and pointed at David. “She was sitting next to you. What was her name?”


  Sighing, David said reluctantly, “Rachel. She’d got it into her head that she would be the girl to cure me. To tempt me back to women, to my pre-university sexuality.”


  Crouching closer now, Tony said, “And did she?”


  “Not a fucking chance. Why else was I desperate for the LGBT Soc to work? Sitting in that sad little room alone waiting for my new gay friends to find me…”


  Kieran was rather enjoying how they’d all told the story. “We inadvertently started our own LGBT Soc in the bar that afternoon.” After a moment’s pause for thought at the wonderful way it had all come together for his friends, he smiled. “Serendipity.”


  “That, and the fact that between me and Bjorn, we’d have surely shagged all of us by—” Julian scrunched up his eyes in an elaborate display of concentration “—mid-spring term?” Receiving an emphatic nod of agreement from Bjorn, he added, “I’d seen all of us at the bar at other times.”


  “Me too,” David said. “My gaydar is good. I’d chatted to most of us separately at one time or the other. I love sidling up to complete strangers and talking to them.”


  “Me three,” said Tony. “Although I doubt I’d have spoken to you.”


  “Why not? What’s wrong with me?” Julian asked, folding his arms across his chest and pouting in the exaggerated gesture everyone recognised well by now— indignant in the extreme.


  That night in the Students’ Union, after a few more drinks and phone numbers being exchanged, was the night they arranged their first outing to Heaven—a large gay club playing house music in central London—and hatched their plan to have their very own LGBT Soc.


  And so was born the ‘Regiment of Majestic Gays’, or the RMG, as one of the barmaids had referred to them, sitting in their special corner of the Students’ Union bar.


  Chapter 2


  2016—Friday afternoon, autumn


  And Kieran found that, despite his best efforts and not feeling any older than the day he’d left uni, he was approaching a big landmark birthday.


  Thirty-six.


  OK, so it wasn’t a landmark birthday in the traditional sense, but Kieran wasn’t really into tradition or following the crowd—unless he chose to, of course. As far as birthdays went, he was a multiples-of-twelve kind of person. He’d learned the twelve times table at school and, proud he could still recite them by rote, felt that 12, 24, 36 and 48 were bigger big birthdays than the usual round numbers.


  Twelve: when he’d had his first crush on a boy .


  Twenty-four: when he’d finished university.


  Thirty-six: when he’d thought his life was sorted—job, boyfriend, home—until some of that had come crashing down around his ears. But he wasn’t thinking about that now. He had a party to prepare for.


  It was funny, he reflected, walking around the large ramshackle property he’d rented on an island off the coast of Essex for the occasion, but it felt like only yesterday that they’d sat in that bar at the end of their first year, when he was only nineteen years old.


  He’d been to other friends’ thirtieth birthdays and had been invited to some RMG members’ big birthday celebrations but hadn’t managed to attend.


  Some, like David and Tony, now he thought about it, hadn’t invited him.


  Odd.


  He’d ask them about it later.


  Other friend groups had come and gone, some still remained, but Kieran had always felt closest to his RMG friends from university.


  Perhaps, he mused, as he walked around the large living room, sitting on the squashy sofa, putting his feet up on the stool in front of the open fire, that was because of when they’d met each other—at the point of becoming independent adults, trying to work out who they were and more importantly who they weren’t. The RMG had been, for them all, their first group of exclusively gay friends and hence peers with whom they could all be themselves and didn’t have to worry about being ‘too much’, whatever ‘too much’ was…


  The feeling of possibility when they’d started uni had been like nothing he’d experienced since, not even as a ward manager at a large central London hospital or buying his own flat. Yet as he checked the RMG WhatsApp group for messages about when everyone was expecting to arrive, he felt an unmistakeable lurch of sickness in his stomach, worried how things would unfold for this important weekend.


  Looking out of the living room window, he saw a taxi arriving and the distinctive figure of Bjorn stepping out with a sports bag slung over his broad shoulder.


  Blonder, larger, and more muscular than Kieran remembered him, Bjorn was still very much full of Viking genes, his square chin now sporting a rather attractive dark-blond beard. As he stepped towards the front door, Kieran pulled him into an embrace.


  “I don’t want to sound like an old grandma, but my how you’ve grown since I last saw you.”


  “Gym. It becomes addictive. The endorphins. And the results.” Waggling his eyebrows and bouncing his pecs, Bjorn walked into the hallway. “Who else is here?”


  “You’re the first,” Kieran said, showing him to the kitchen where he offered a drink. “Pick a room.”


  While Bjorn settled himself in a twin bedroom on the first floor, Kieran poured a beer and waited for the next guest to arrive.


  A few moments later, Bjorn returned and sat on the chair in the kitchen, accepting the offered beer. “What was this place? It is like a lighthouse, or a watch tower.”


  “It’s National Trust. The whole island is. It’s this house and one more—that’s it on the whole island—and the neighbours are away. The owner told me, so we can make as much noise as we like, no need to worry.”


  “I do not worry anyway. It is quirky, yes?”


  The knock on the door disturbed their chat, and Kieran went to greet Julian and his boyfriend Troy.


  ***


  Meanwhile, Tony was sitting at the back of a coach making its way to Maldon, the nearest town to the island. He felt so proud of himself that he was bringing a boyfriend to this weekend. Finally, after so many years of watching them all pair off, he could bring someone too.


  Flicking his poker-straight black hair from his eyes, he squeezed Charlie’s hand.


  Charlie flashed the cheeky grin that Tony knew meant one thing. “Why couldn’t we get the train? This is going to take all bloody day. And why does this house have to be in the middle of nowhere?”


  Smiling and pushing aside the two whingeing questions, Tony said, “Essex is hardly the Outer Hebrides, and the train fair was too dear.” It would have been more for the pair of them to get the train than he’d spent on a last-minute week in the sun with his ex. Both the ex and the money, Tony didn’t really want to dwell on now.


  “Does it stop to let us off, or are we stuck on it the whole way?” Charlie pouted. He looked cute—cute enough, in fact, for Tony to kiss him.


  The kiss got a little out of hand because soon, sitting at the back of the almost empty coach, Tony found himself having his neck and ears nibbled by a very enthusiastic Charlie and listening to some rather lurid suggestions.


  “I’ll go to the bog. Follow me,” Charlie said with a wink, standing up and carrying his jacket to cover the erection that had sprung up in his jeans.


  Tony shook his head. He couldn’t. He shouldn’t. He mustn’t. “People will see,” he hissed quietly, looking from side to side at the empty seats around them and then the half dozen people sitting at the front of the coach.


  “Who?” Charlie asked. “People with eyes in the backs of their heads?” Before Tony could further object, he was being dragged into the toilet with Charlie.


  A cramped, awkward few minutes of grunting and panting and rubbing later, Tony left the coach toilet first, with a stain on his trousers, shortly followed by Charlie.


  “How is it you know this lot?” Charlie asked, pulling from his pocket a little metal device the shape of a cigar.


  Tony knew what this meant, and he didn’t like the look of it. “Kieran’s going to be cooking. I want to eat when I arrive. I want both of us to eat.” He held Charlie’s hand and tried to push the silver device back into Charlie’s pocket.


  “Just one. To liven up the journey. I can’t face another two hours straight.” Staring at Tony now, Charlie said, “Can you? Honestly?”


  Tony wasn’t sure who he was becoming when he was with Charlie, but what he did know was that he was sick and tired of looking for a boyfriend. In Charlie he’d found someone he enjoyed doing stuff with, who was fucking fantastic in bed and who made him happy.


  “Go on, then,” Tony said, watching Charlie stick the device up his nose, block the other nostril and sniff deeply.


  ***


  “Are you sure no one minds us having the master bedroom?” Julian asked Bjorn and Kieran as they sat drinking in the conservatory to the side of the house, next to where the cars were parked.


  “Honestly,” Troy said, putting his hand on Julian’s knee and squeezing.


  The gesture made Kieran’s heart melt a little. He remembered what Julian had been like at uni, and he’d never ever thought his friend would end up in a relationship. “When are you two getting married, again? I didn’t catch it…” He was excited to attend an RMG wedding.


  “That’s cos I didn’t throw it!” Julian quipped.


  Bjorn sipped his beer then said, “Who would have thought? Not me. But you know why.”


  Julian laughed. “We had fun, didn’t we?”


  “We did.”


  Kieran said, “You still work together, don’t you?”


  Julian nodded. “Backing dancers. Sallie—used to be an Aussie soap star, now is a big pop princess.”


  “I. Love. Her,” Kieran said, having to take deep breaths to cope with his excitement. “You’ve been doing that for a while now, haven’t you?”


  “Eight years,” Bjorn confirmed.


  “Why don’t I see any of it on your social media?” Kieran felt somewhat excluded.


  “We both use stage names. Professional social media accounts,” Julian said, pulling at the neck of his bright floral T-shirt.


  “And what is it you do?” Kieran asked Troy, who’d been listening contentedly up to this point, sipping beer from the bottle and holding Julian’s hand.


  “I’m an ambulance paramedic,” Troy replied, rubbing his large hands on his dark jeans before zipping up his red hoodie that covered his broad frame.”


  “Oh? Where is that?” Kieran would have been very pleased to call an ambulance and have a big broad mountain of a man like Troy turned up. He wasn’t all bulging muscles like Bjorn; he had a more natural build and stood a good foot taller than Julian. Even in a hoodie Kieran could see how wide Troy’s shoulders were and how his torso tapered to a tight behind and narrow waist. Shivering, he winked at Julian who blew a kiss back.


  “East of England,” Troy answered. “It’s sort of Essex, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, Herts, Beds. But I’m mainly Essex cos of where we live.”


  Kieran nodded, conscious Julian and Troy had dodged the wedding question. “So you’ve been together, what, six, seven years?”


  Julian counted on his fingers before finally saying, “Eight. Seven before Louise—actually, I’m going to call to see if she’s all right.” He stood, taking his phone from the pocket of his spray-on skinny faded jeans, and left the room.


  Frowning, Kieran said, “Sorry she couldn’t come, but it’s not really child-proof, the house.”


  Troy leant forward, shielding his mouth with his hand as he whispered, “I’m glad of the break. And he will be too, if he lets himself. He just wants everything to be perfect.”


  “Understandable,” Kieran said.


  “What we went through to get her, and what she’d been through before, with her birth mum—” He stopped himself.


  “Not good?” Bjorn asked, suddenly taking an interest.


  “Not good,” Troy said simply.


  “Was it hard, the adoption?” Kieran asked, struck by how it was now very much an option for two men to have a child, unlike when they’d been at university, which wasn’t really that long ago.


  “I’ve been on both sides. It’s long, complicated, lots of ups and downs, but in the end it’s come out right.”


  “Both sides?”


  “I was adopted, but it didn’t stick. Well, I was fostered and in and out of care. So when he said he wanted children with me, I said that’s what we should do.” Troy shrugged. “Simple as. Decision-wise, anyway.”


  Kieran didn’t know what to say to that, so instead offered another round of drinks and asked if everyone’s rooms were OK. Nods and compliments followed.


  Standing, Troy raked a hand through his short, dark hair and said, “I’d best check if he’s OK,” but before he reached the door, Julian reappeared, clutching his phone and looking a bit red-faced.


  “What’s up?” Troy took his boyfriend by the shoulders and stared into his eyes.


  “This is where other people would call their parents. Or parents-in-law.” Taking a deep breath, Julian tried to compose himself, blinking quickly, but failed to stop tears running down his cheeks.


  Troy pulled him close into a strong bear-hug, enveloping Julian in his arms, pressing him to his wide chest in a way that Kieran knew he’d done many times before. “It’s OK. It will all be OK. We’ve managed before. We’ll do it again.”


  Kieran knew Julian’s family had cut contact with him when he came out, which was one of the reasons he loved the travelling lifestyle of being a backing dancer.


  Looking up through tears, Julian said, “But what if it isn’t OK? What if she dies while we’re here having fun with friends, and our daughter…”


  Kieran made to leave the conservatory, ushering Bjorn with him, but Troy saw them. “Where you going?”


  “We thought we would leave you to be,” Bjorn said, now standing by the door.


  “Piss off!” Julian replied, wiping his eyes furiously with his sleeves. “I’ve been looking forward to this weekend for ages. I can’t believe it’s been so long since we saw each other. I’m fine. I will be fine. I have to be fine. I’m a drama queen. Everyone knows it!” He held his arms straight at either side of his body. “I’ve not got any choice.”


  Carefully, taking one of Julian’s hands with his and handing him a glass of rosé with the other, Kieran asked, “What did the nanny say?”


  “Temperature. Crying.” Julian shrugged. “Who knows what it is? Could be bad.”


  “Could be nothing,” Bjorn said loudly.


  “Easy for you to say, Mister No-children,” Julian spat back.


  Bjorn said nothing in response, instead becoming preoccupied with his beard in a nearby mirror, stroking it quite seriously and posing.


  “Will you know in the morning?” Kieran didn’t know much about children, but his nursing knowledge about adults and temperatures meant he could confidently say, “If her temperature is still up tomorrow, then she needs to see somebody. Otherwise it’s probably a twenty-four-hour virus.”


  “A virus.” Julian’s face filled with horror. “I didn’t tell the nanny to do the glass test on the skin. You know the—”


  “Meningitis,” Kieran interrupted, knowing how badly he’d misjudged the mood by mentioning viruses. “Do you want me to talk to the nanny?”


  Julian clearly didn’t know what he did or didn’t want and stood with his hands on his hips, shaking his head in silence. After a few moments, he said, “We need to leave. Now. Troy, come on, let’s go.” Yet he didn’t leave. Instead, he rubbed the skin on the back of his neck nervously then folded his arms.


  “If you think it would help,” Troy said to Kieran, “but I’m sure a qualified nanny knows the signs to look for.” Turning to Julian, he said, “We’re not going. We talked about this. Panicking don’t help.”


  Looking at Troy now, Julian said, “I know. But it doesn’t mean I can stop myself doing it.” Julian’s breathing was shallow and quick.


  Troy crossed the room and, standing behind Julian, put his arms around him, holding him tightly and nuzzling his neck.


  At last, Julian relaxed and said, “Yes, please, Kieran. She will know, the nanny, won’t she?”


  This was met with a chorus of ‘yes, of course she will’ and nods from all around the room.


  ***


  Kieran met Tony and boyfriend Charlie at the arranged bus stop in Maldon town centre. It was nice to see Tony finally with someone after looking and failing to find love for so long. Tony was a New Romantic in his dress sense, presently wearing a white frilly shirt and red and black Adam Ant jacket with gold brocade, his side-parted hair covering half his face. He was also a hopeless romantic in relationships. He’d spent the three years at uni falling hard and quickly in love with a succession of wildly unsuitable men—straight, in a relationship, unable to commit, total fuckwits, were some but not all of the reasons for the relationships’ failures—which Kieran had witnessed at close hand. Now, seeing Tony with someone who so obviously made him happy, made Kieran happy himself.


  They piled into the back of the car and proceeded to talk twenty to the dozen at Kieran about their journey, while holding hands in what appeared to be a slightly protective way.


  “Sorry we couldn’t drive,” Tony said, “but Charlie says it’s not worth using a car for long-distance journeys. The coach really was very cheap.”


  Sniffing loudly, Charlie said, leaning between the two front seats, “Who else is there?”


  Kieran was about to tell him who’d already arrived but was interrupted by Charlie saying, “Second thoughts, don’t bother. I’ll never remember everyone’s names, especially if I’ve not even met them.”


  “Oh,” Kieran replied, trying to catch Tony’s eye in the rear-view mirror.


  Adjusting the collection of silver necklaces that lay on his shirt, Tony added, “No boyfriend for you? Charlie says it’s important to be with someone who’s fun.” Meeting Kieran’s gaze in the rear-view mirror, Tony pulled his face into that look of blind optimism Kieran recognised so well.


  “Don’t pull the punches, please don’t!”


  “I mean—” Tony sniffed.


  Kieran noticed his eyes were rather wider than usual.


  “—Is he here? Weren’t you seeing someone? Charlie says you can tell a lot about a person by their partner.”


  Kieran explained that he had very much been seeing someone, and had in fact been living with this someone, until one day, returning from work earlier than usual, Kieran had found his someone in bed with another someone he’d never seen before.


  “Fuck off!” Tony’s mouth opened so wide Kieran could see at least half a dozen fillings.


  “No, that’s what he’d done, so I did.”


  “What?” Tony smoothed down the ruffles in his white shirt.


  “Fucked off. Well, actually, I politely asked him to fuck off, and when the other bloke was dressing in the bathroom, I asked the ex if he could come back again, so I could tell him to fuck off. Again.” That wasn’t strictly speaking true, but Kieran didn’t feel quite up to the truth. Yet.


  “Bravo!” Charlie clapped.


  “Not really,” Kieran snapped, becoming more irritated by Charlie by the minute and what he seemed to be doing to Tony, the details of which Kieran wasn’t sure, but he hoped he’d work it out over the course of the weekend. After all, any friend of Tony’s was a friend of Kieran’s. Hopefully.


  “Why not?” Tony asked, frowning at Charlie, who folded his arms, slumped back in the seat and stuck out his bottom lip.


  “It was the first in a chain of events, only months before this big birthday when I thought I’d got my life sorted, then I watched everything fall apart.”


  “You never told me?” Tony was obviously horrified at this gap in their friendship. “Charlie says life’s never sorted. That it’s something that always changes. It’s a work in progress.”


  Already bored by all the wonderful second-hand Charlie knowledge Tony was passing on, Kieran sighed, looked at Tony in the rear-view mirror and said, “We hadn’t talked in ages. You’d just started going out with Charlie. I didn’t want to spoil things.”


  “If it was months ago,” Tony turned to Charlie, “we weren’t together.”


  “Oh.” Kieran sensed he’d well and truly put his foot in it. He could have sworn Tony had been with this Charlie for at least a year. A few moments’ awkward silence passed, during which his passengers sniffed very loudly and seemed to be jumping about in the rear of the car more than could be usually expected.


  They weren’t far from the causeway that led onto the island where the house stood, and Kieran stopped to judge whether the rising tide would be an issue for his car.


  “Problem?” Tony asked. “Tell me. Do. Charlie says if there’s a problem, the best thing is just to plough through it. Don’t stop. Don’t look left or right, just plough on until you’re through it. Is that what we’re going to do now?”


  Fairly sure that advice didn’t apply to rising tides, Kieran ignored the wisdom of Charlie and instead asked, “What do you do for work?” He felt he should know this for Tony since they’d been best friends in their teenaged years, but through the passage of time after university, they’d lost touch.


  “Social worker—what I trained for, really.” Tony’s tone showed how little he liked his job, but for the avoidance of doubt, he added, “It pays the bills.” He picked a piece of lint off his jacket. “I actually enjoy it less than I used to enjoy working in shops when we first met. Three years at uni to do something I don’t like. Why am I failing at life so hard?” He left that hanging in the air.


  Kieran decided it wasn’t something he wanted to explore with Tony’s boyfriend around and instead focused his eyes on the road.


  “And part-time drag artiste,” Charlie said. “Don’t forget that. Although I don’t know why he bothers. I told him he’s wasting his time. He’s never going to be the next Lily Savage, so why bother? Waste of time, really, all that.” He banged his hands on the seats for no reason except, Kieran decided quickly, to irritate him. A lot.


  Even so, Charlie’s comment had piqued Kieran’s interest, and he made a mental note to discuss it with Tony later. “And you?” he asked, trying desperately to find something he liked about the man. And failing. He usually tried not to judge people on first impressions, but so far, Charlie was a total dick. A. Total. Dick.


  “I’m a digital photography engineer,” Charlie boasted rather too proudly.


  “Charlie says that digital photography is much better than the old type because you can change it to be almost whatever you want. It’s like you don’t need to bother even taking the photo in the first place,” Tony said, trailing off towards the end.


  Beeping the horn loudly in the hope the others would join them outside and rescue him from a day in the life of Charlie, digital photography engineer, Kieran asked with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, “What does that pacifically entail?” Tony laughed at the in-joke referring to an Australian mockumentary show they both loved.


  Charlie said, “It’s specifically. It means of a particular thing. The Pacific is an ocean. You can’t describe something as being related to that ocean. Unless that’s what you meant?”


  “It’s a joke,” Kieran said, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice.


  “Charlie said that sort of word-play joke went out with the ark, didn’t you?” Tony turned to his boyfriend, who nodded.


  What felt like a very long while later, after Charlie had regaled everyone with his typical day—when he arrived at work, what time he took his mid-morning break, how they’d changed the number of days’ holiday he was entitled to, what his most proud Photoshop touching-up moment was and the new features in the latest version compared with the last version—they were all sitting in the living room waiting for the final two guests.
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